
VII. MAM
ETHNOGRAPHY

by H. DUDLEY AND DOROTHY M. PECK*

The Mam speaking people of western Guatemala occupy an area of approximately

8,250 square miles in a wide band along the Mexican border from the town of Todos

Los Santos, Huehuetenango on the north, to the Pacific Ocean on the south. On the

east they are contiguous with the Quiche territory. On the north and northeast,

they border on groups who speak Chuj, Jacaltec, Kanjobal, Aguacatec, and Ixil, all

languages of the Mayan family.

Any statements made as to Mam statistics are very approximate, due to the diffi-

culty of taking accurate census records. To give a general idea of the number involved

in Mam culture, the authors venture to estimate that there are 270,000 who speak

Mam. Of these 77,000 reside in the Department of Quezaltenango, 118,000 in San

Marcos, 55,000 in Huehuetenango, and probably 20,000 in Mexico along the bound-

ary.

The small mountain towns present the picture of 20 Ladino families living in a

community of 500 Mam famihes. Of the 12,000 population of Ostuncalco, with 4,000

in the center divided about equally between Indian and Ladino, the 8,000 in the de-

pendent villages and neighborhoods are mostly Mam speaking.

The highland Mam Indian of western Guatemala belongs to a town. He knows

it as his world. He devotes to it a patriotic loyalty. He derives cash income from its

market; enjoys civil rights protection from its government; comes to self realization

in its social customs; and beUeves in the sacredness of its natural shrines and in the

supernatural care of its patron saint. In the town square he receives intimations of an

outside, into which he may venture but in which he is not at home.

He lacks a tribal consciousness. He is aware, however, of his status as an Indian,

in contrast to the social class of mestizo or Ladino. He resents being called Indio,

preferring the term un natural.

* Mr. and Mrs. Peck have lived in the Mam area of Guatemala since 1922. Observations in the

present study were made as they served in the Presbyterian mission.
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